GATEWAY   TO   GREATNESS
love of the soil from which they scrape a bare living. They are
very poor and are still obliged to live on the simplest of food and
to sell most of what they grow. Meat is rarely to be had and,
as a general rule, is available on feast days only. Alemtejo, which
is now divided for administrative purposes into two districts,
Upper and Lower, is best reached from Lisbon by ferry across the
Tagus estuary and by either road or rail eastwards through Outra
Banda to its start at Vendas Novas. From there to Montemor-o-
Novo and by forking roads north-east to the carpet town of Arraiolos,
the pottery centre of Estremoz, the plum-growing district of Elvas
and Portalegre, or due east to the cathedral city of Evora, the
traveller is taken through an unchanging landscape of almost
unbroken flatness. It is a great steppe of corn, cork and ilex and
scrub in which the lynx roams wild. He will see women as hard
at work on the land as men and wearing the same kind of black
felt hat, farmers and landowners in short jackets and skin-tight
trousers, drovers in " cowboy" chaps, and in the north, severe
looking men and women who wear black all the year round.
The plain goes through its perennial sequence of spring green,
summer yellow and autumn brown, and in the heart of it, but not
above it, is Evora, the capital of Alemtejo and formerly the second
city of Portugal.
Mr. Aubrey Bell calls it " the paradise of the archaeologist
and student of architecture ",3 Its early Gothic cathedral was first
finished in 1204 and almost touching it is the finest Roman ruin
in existence in Portugal, the Temple of Diana, 2,000 years old,
Corinthian columns still supporting great blocks of granite, and
which served as a slaughter-house, incidentally, until 1834. Evora
was a famous centre of music and art in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries and for a long time was a favourite residence of the
Portuguese Royal Court. Moorish influence is to be detected in
the hanging gardens of private houses, the tiny shops beneath dark
arcades and in the maze of narrow streets.
Due south, ranking with Evora, is Beja, the other big agricultural
centre of Alemtejo. It has an ox in its city arms. Its castle was
built by Dink, the farmer-king of Portugal. The peasants still
go in bodies to gather the harvest or to til the soil, returning to
Beja as night falls. But for small hills at Portel the plain between
Evora and Beja is unbroken.
26